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JAMES J. WIRTZ'S ar ti cle “A Joint Idea:
An An ti sub ma rine War fare Ap proach to
Thea ter Mis sile De fense” of fers a con -
cept for or gan iz ing the so lu tion to a

grow ing prob lem in mili tary op era tions: de -
fense against thea ter mis siles.  That con cept
is Navy doc trine for an ti sub ma rine war fare
(ASW).  The ba sic prob lem for the Navy in
ASW in volves the re duc tion of a sus pected
tar get lo ca tion in a vast ocean area to a lo -
cal ized da tum with suf fi cient cri te ria to war -
rant an at tack.  An ASW unit sel dom sees the 
sub ma rine it at tacks.  Most of ten,
sound—through ac tive or pas sive means—is
elec troni cally con verted to a fix on the tar -
get, of fer ing a com bi na tion of bear ing and
dis tance.  Aug ment ing in for ma tion may be
pres ent—mag netic anom aly de tec tion, for
ex am ple.  In his ar ti cle, Wirtz as sumes that
de fense against thea ter mis siles is simi lar to
de fense against sub ma rines.

The dif fer ence in the “bat tle field” en vi -
ron ment of a sub ma rine and a transporter- -
 erector- - launcher (TEL) is im mense.  ASW
sur veil lance and prose cu tion op era tions in
peace time have the im por tant ad van tage of
the prin ci ple in in ter na tional law of free -
dom of the seas.  Fur ther more, sub ma rine op -
era tions are na val op era tions of a spe cial
kind: they are al ways se cre tive and never ad -
mit ted, and are not re spon sive to schemes for
a con trol re gime that has been ba si cally im -
pos si ble.  Con se quently, US na val forces
could prac tice lo caliza tion pro ce dures in
peace time—against Rus sian sub ma rines, for
ex am ple—and not hear much about it.  (“In ci -
dents at sea” ex pe ri ence is rele vant here.)  No 

such free dom ex ists for gain ing simi lar ex -
pe ri ence in thea ter mis sile de fense (TMD).

The con trast in war time for air borne op -
era tions in ASW and TMD is even more
stark.  An ASW air craft flies over open- -
 ocean ar eas dur ing sub ma rine search op era -
tions with lit tle fear that a lurk ing sub ma -
rine can threaten it.  Nor does the air craft
nor mally vio late any sov er eign ter ri tory
dur ing its search.  The com pe ti tion be -
tween hunter and hunted nor mally oc curs
in and over the vast but open and ac ces si ble
ocean ar eas.  Search ing over de fended land
ar eas for TELs is a more dif fi cult en deavor.

A lo cat able ob ject must ex hibit char ac ter -
is tics that al low the seeker to dif fer en ti ate it
from its sur round ings.  The sub ma rine is
for eign to its op era tional en vi ron ment.  As a 
re sult, acous tic ASW has many char ac ter is tics
to ex ploit—so many that the sub ma rine can
be de tected when am bi ent noise ex ceeds the 
submarine- - generated sounds by or ders of
mag ni tude.  The cy cle lead ing to this re sult
is straight for ward.  Af ter sci en tists iden ti fied 
sound as a po ten tially ex ploit able char ac ter -
is tic, they de signed equip ment to en hance
the de sired dif fer en tia tion.  At sea, test ing
es tab lished the op ti mal use of the equip -
ment.  Les sons learned at sea be came the
gene sis of a bet ter defi ni tion of the ex ploit -
able and/or the build ing of im proved equip -
ment, al low ing the cy cle to per petu ate.
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Could we search for TELs in any
way com pa ra ble to open- - ocean

ASW op era tions? . . . I don't know.

One should con sid er other ma jor dif fer -
ences.  Tech nol ogy ad vanced to make sub ma -
rines less dis cov er able, but the march of
tech nol ogy in ASW tended to match prog -
ress in sub ma rine de vel op ment.  I do not see 
de vel op ments in TMD com pa ra ble to the
de vel op ments in thea ter mis siles.  It did take 
years to cope with the ad vances in pro pul -
sion and se cre tive ness of fered by nu clear
power, but ASW ad vances oc curred.  They
did so prin ci pally be cause sub ma rines in an
open- - search environ ment re tain char ac ter is -
tics that make them dis cov er able: they make
noise, their screws cavi tate, and their ma -
chin ery has iden ti fi able fre quency char ac ter -
is tics.  They gen er ate heat, ocean dis tur bances, 
and mag netic anoma lies.

What are com pa ra ble char ac ter is tics of
TELs?  Ex cept when fir ing, they are quiet.
Fur ther more, they are mo bile and eas ily hid -
den from air and sat el lite search.  Could we
search for TELs in any way com pa ra ble to
open- - ocean ASW op era tions?  Can
space--based plat forms do it?  I don't know.
As I men tioned ear lier, sub ma rines at sea do
not fight air borne ASW units, al though they
may fight sur face and sub ma rine ASW units. 
But ASW op era tions can be in te grated in all
three re gimes.  TMD is still in its in fancy in
terms of mul tire gime at tack.

The natu ral state of all ob jects (man- -
 made or natu ral) on land is to be at rest on 
the ground.  Many ob jects share char ac ter is tics 
with TELs, in clud ing weight, size, shape,
com po si tion, color, den sity, tem pera ture,
and so forth.  Dif fer en tia tion (pre suma bly at 
some dis tance) is prob lem atic be cause the
hid den TEL shares the same natu ral states as 
its surround ings.  When in mo tion, the TEL is 
eas ier to lo cate be cause it is in an un natu ral

state.  Af ter launch, a mis sile is for eign to 
its environ ment and eas ily de tected.  A
mis sile in flight cur rently may be the
most—pos si bly the only—ex ploit able char ac ter -
is tic lead ing to a high prob abil ity of lo cat ing 
a hid den TEL. The sev eral im pli ca tions are
ob vi ous.

Do I sense in Wirtz's ar ti cle an other
exam ple of the Gulf War syn drome: open ar -
eas, des ert, air su pe ri or ity eas ily es tab lished,
small area, the op po nent's rela tively back ward 
technol ogy?  What if we were look ing for
TELs in China (vast), Ja pan (ad vanced), Viet -
nam (jun gle), Yugo sla via (rug ged and cov -
ered), and Rus sia (vast, maybe ad vanced, and 
masters of cover)?  How would we ex er -
cise to as sure our selves of ca pa bil ity?  And
when would we be gin overflight, which
could be an act of war?  Fur ther, the con cepts 
of spe cial op era tions pre sented by Wirtz, I
think, are na ive.  How many times could we
put teams into re mote, hos tile ter ri tory for
the same mis sion?  I'd go on the first but not 
the 10th.  De coys and maski rovka would be
rather easy.

The dis cus sion of ex ploit ing char ac ter is tics
of sub ma rines or other things re quires
consid era tion of the na ture of each char ac ter -
is tic.  Some are con tinu ous; some are per sis -
tent.  All have ranges at which de tec tion
be comes dif fi cult.  One ideal for ASW is a
con tinu ous, non per sis tent (i.e., it does n't re -
main af ter the sub ma rine has passed—un like
a tire track in the mud af ter a land ve hi cle
has passed) noise source of con stant fre -
quency.  Ex ploit ing this type of sound re -
quired the de vel op ment of spe cial ized
equip ment and techniques.  Prose cut ing
other types of en ergy (acous tic and other)
re leased into the wa ter by a sub ma rine ne -
ces si tated dif fer ent equip ment and tac tics.
The na ture of the tell tale char ac ter is tic is
criti cal to the de vel op ment of the tech nol -
ogy to lo cate a sub ma rine (or a TEL).  If the
na ture of the tell tale char ac ter is tic for lo cat -
ing a TEL is simi lar to the na ture of one or
more acous tic char ac ter is tics of a
submarine, the de vel op ment of anti- - TEL 
tac tics may be analo gous to the de vel op -
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ment of ASW. The bot tom line is that this
ASW con cept may be worth pur su ing for its
value in in te grat ing an all- - source and all- -
 defense concept.  But if it be comes tech no -

logi cally feasi ble, de stroy ing an in com ing
mis sile ap pears to be a much sim pler con -
cept. 
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